The FACCTs of (Work) Life: How Relationships (and Returns) Are Linked to the Emotional Culture of Companionate Love By Olivia (Mandy) O'Neill, PhD 1 I t was a few days before Valentine's Day when the call came in from a journalist at a major US newspaper. ''Professor O'Neill, I was wondering if you could comment on a story I'm writing . . . '' My response had started to become a bit of a routine, ''Thank you so much for thinking about me, but my research is not about that kind of love, the kind we celebrate on Valentine's Day. My research is about companionate love, which is actually a much more common form of love that scholars such as Barb Fredrickson and her collaborators have widely documented.'' The journalist persisted, and we had a good conversation about why romantic love was different from companionate love-the fondness, affection, caring, compassion, and tenderness we feel and express for friends, family, acquaintances, and-yes-coworkers.
The journey to studying fondness, affection, caring, compassion, and tenderness-or ''FACCT''-as I've begun calling it, began with my collaborator Sigal Barsade and a visionary CEO at a long-term healthcare facility and hospital in the northeastern United States. In an industry struggling with major institutional changes, financial crises, and high rates of turnover and burnout among staff, this was an exemplary organization, distinguished not only by great patient care but also by having one of the highest rates of staff satisfaction and lowest rates of turnover in the industry. The CEO knew her organizational was doing well, but she wanted to know why they were doing so well and how they could be even better. After conducting an assessment of the hospital's emotional culture-the visible norms and artifacts, underlying values and assumptions reflecting degree of perceived appropriateness, and actual expression or suppression of discrete emotions within a social unit-we discovered 1 that the single most important and defining feature of the organization's culture was love, specifically, the FACCT being expressed by staff members in a unit toward one another. What's Love Got to Do With It?
To be clear, every hospital or health-care facility needs compassion and caring as part of its culture-that's intrinsic to and inseparable from health-care mission and commitment to patient care. What is different about organizations with a strong emotional culture of companionate love is that caring and compassion (along with affection, fondness, and tenderness) is expressed by staff members toward one another, often behind closed doors, in offices, in the break rooms, at potlucks and happy hours-in other words, in places where patients, clients, or customers never see their interactions. It's akin to the love you feel for family and close friends, but in my research, 1 it is love expressed by employees through cultural artifacts, shared values, norms, and assumptions at work and measured through trained rater observations, employee surveys, and semistructured interviews. While artifacts are things you can directly observe, such as how people personalize their workplace with photos of friends and family or posters on the wall, values are more abstract and might include words like ''caring'' and ''support.'' Norms refer to expectations for behavior such as writing little notes when someone is going through a hard time or taking the time to check in with one another and inquire about the important people and events in one another's lives. Assumptions have to do with the taken-for-granted, unobservable nature of FACCT and the extent to which it explains why people do at work what they do every day, often outside of conscious awareness.
As it turned out, this approach to thinking about work relationships was quite radical, not just because it was different than the way we think about ''caring'' at work, but because the word ''love'' had not been used very much outside of the personal relationship domain. To some business practitioners, ''love'' equated to ''workplace romance'' and ''affection'' conjured scenes that worried even the most openminded human resources (HR) professionals. Another challenge came from the academic community itself. When my collaborator and I first shared our results, some business scholars simply couldn't believe that workplace relationships could run deep enough to be considered love. Fortunately for us, research isn't like Santa Claus: It doesn't matter whether you believe in it, it matters whether you can prove it, which we did both in the health-care facility and in a survey study of thousands of managers in 7 different industries. 2 The results? Being in departments or organizations with a strong culture of companionate love predicted a myriad of outcomes, not just employee attitudes such as higher job satisfaction, lower emotional exhaustion, and better teamwork, but also benefits for patients: improved mood, better quality of life, and less likelihood of expensive emergency room (ER) transfers. Perceiving a strong culture of love among the staff even predicted client satisfaction (in this case, the clients were the family members of people staying at the facility)!
Broadening our Understanding of Love at Work
To further examine the impact of a culture of companionate love at work, I decided to look at the culture of love from another angle. For our 2014 research study, one anonymous peer reviewer had questioned whether gender had something to do with what we saw in the healthcare facility; after all, there are a lot of women in health care and ''caring'' and ''affection'' are traits often associated with women. Maybe companionate love in the workplace is a ''woman thing.'' Intrigued by this question, my next major research study 3 focused on one of the most masculine, male-dominated occupations I could think of: firefighters. Across crews in nearly 40 firehouses in a large metropolitan area, I found that love mattered there, too; it just looked a little different when the ''affection'' was a big bear bug followed by a hard punch on the arm. In this context, it was also important to take into consideration another emotion that was central to the culture, namely, joviality. In addition to the affection, caring, and compassion we find in strong cultures of love anywhere, firefighters with strong cultures of joviality were constantly joking with each other, pulling pranks, and teasing . . . a lot like how young cubs play-fight in the wild. Companionate love helped them cope with difficult and horrible aspects of their jobs, while joviality had practical effects on performance, such as how they coordinated as a team, how quickly they get out the door when they heard an alarm, and even how they maintained costs. Optimal was a culture defined by the expression of both emotions.
A scientist's work is never done. Sure, even manly firefighters show love for each other, but as another anonymous reviewer pointed out, saving lives is ''emotional'' work, not unlike what happens at hospitals. What if the job isn't quite so ''life or death''? To answer this question, I shifted my attention to a result-oriented, cutthroat work environment not known for emotion: Silicon Valley semiconductor engineers. The firm I studied had been introduced as the sort of place where it didn't matter how many dead bodies you left strewn along the road, as long as you made your numbers. I thought to myself: If I can find love here among these engineers, I can find it anywhere. And of course, love mattered there, too. Senior engineers at this firm had strong, close relationships, some of which went as far back as the 1980s when the industry was just forming. The affection these men and women developed for each other way back then stayed with them over the decades and helped them support each other and sustain trust, even as people moved farther and farther away from each other and the firm expanded its global reach. In addition to the support and trust experienced by management, cross-functional teams distributed across Asia and the United States were more responsive to each other's needs and got better results when the teams had stronger cultures of love.
The Buffering Effect of Love
Even ''love stories'' aren't just about love, and this story is no different. In every organization, dozens of emotions are expressed by employees, some of them quite negative. At a Fall 2016 presentation to Fortune 500 HR officers and wellness professionals attending a conference at the National Business Group on Health, I did a live audience poll asking attendees to list the one word that described their emotional culture. One emotion dominated the results: anxiety, or what some referred to as ''stress.'' Coincidentally, this was another instance in which ''science meets practice.'' An in-progress study with my collaborators Sigal Barsade and Francesco Sguera found that one way to deal with an anxious emotional culture is to cultivate companionate love-the same FACCT we observed in other organizations. Companionate love, we discovered, can be an effective buffer for negative emotions like anxiety.
For this study, we studied an organization with an extremely anxious culture, in a city destroyed by natural disaster, within an industry experiencing massive institutional change. This institution had employees at the lowest end of the income scale taking 3 or 4 buses just to get to work every day at an organization whose management they described as ''draconian.'' What we found in this organization was that FACCT mitigated the effects of anxiety not only on job satisfaction and burnout but also on department costs. In other words, companionate love can even have a positive impact on the bottom line!
Love at Different Levels of the Organization
The more we understand about the impact of a culture where FACCT are regularly expressed by employees at work, and how these emotions interact with other emotions in the workplace, the closer organizations move to not only surviving but also to thriving and to really embracing emotions in a way that doesn't have detrimental effects on the organization and its employees. A reasonable next question to ask is, How? How do we-whether ''we'' is an organization's top leadership, middle managers, HR professionals, or individual contributors-intentionally cultivate ''FACCT-based'' organizational cultures? How do we scope and scale organizations that began with a FACCT-based culture, but are struggling to maintain the same degree of caring and connectivity as the organization grows and changes? First, it is important to note that everybody, at every level of an organization, can impact emotional culture. Having said that, every level of organization has certain unique opportunities and challenges (see Table 1 ). If you are top management, you obviously have a great deal of influence on the culture and what resources are devoted to managing it. However, anyone who is managing people can have a disproportionate impact on other people's emotions via emotion contagion. Employees look to managers for cues, and anything they express reverberates throughout the team more strongly. 4 Individual contributors can impact the emotional culture too, by engaging in what some call ''nudges'' 5 toward the desired emotional culture. A thoughtful gesture like getting tea and Tylenol for a fellow employee going through a stressful time can do a lot to create a culture of love. Even small, simple behaviors such as looking up from the computer when someone enters your office or saying ''How are you?'' in a genuine way can signal that you care. A recent example of this can be found in a recent Atlantic article 6 about William Cromartie, a Bay Area Rapid Transit station agent who establishes connections with thousands of rushed commuters every day through the simple act of saying ''Hello.'' HR plays an important role as well. When hiring new employees, in addition to technical skills, it is important to consider the influence a candidate might have on the emotional culture, especially when it comes to managers. Will this person be a positive or negative force? How many people might increase or decrease their commitment to the organization based on the way this person treats his or her colleagues? Many traditional HR interviews focus on technical skills, with only minimal attention to the questions they could ask to get a sense of how a candidate will impact the organization's emotional culture.
Conclusion
So, how does this love story end for your organization? Will your organization live ''happily ever after''? If the science that I shared with you today has anything to say about it, I'd say it depends on how well you're able to understand and manage your organization's emotional culture. Tables 2 and 3 offer tips for how to assess emotional culture and how to manage emotional culture in large organizations. In thinking about the ''big picture,'' a few takeaways are important to consider. First, the emotions that are a core component part of an organization's culture can have unintended positive (and negative) consequences, particularly in combination. Negative emotions, such as anxiety, anger, envy, and sadness, get a bad reputation, but it is essential for managers to think beyond ''good'' and ''bad'' when understanding the impact of emotions. All emotions have a functional purpose, which can be useful to the organization if managed effectively.
7 Rather than ''let all the flowers bloom'' without tending to them properly, to help a company maintain its culture and adapt to meet changing needs, emotional culture must be managed intentionally and thoughtfully. Although this is always important, it is particularly essential at the early stages of an organization's history or during critical times of organizational and institutional change. It can also affect mental health and has been associated with an increased risk of depression, personality disorders psychoses, and suicide.
3 Collectively, these detrimental effects led the 17th Surgeon General of the United States to warn that one of the biggest health threats facing Americans is an ''epidemic of loneliness. '' 4 Beyond physical and mental health, loneliness can impact our performance, productivity, and resilience at work. In fact, loneliness leads to lower task and team performance, as well as reduced commitment to work.
5 Conversely, employees with a strong set of connections at work become socialized more quickly upon entry to new jobs, take less time to onboard, and perform better because they are more likely to get support from their peers.
6-8 Both surveys of social contact and experimental manipulations have shown that even short periods of social contact lead to improved cognitive functioning.
9
Connectedness also creates a stronger sense of purpose and enhanced self-esteem that helps buffer against stress.
10
Beyond simply levels and perceptions of social connections, the quality of social connections and how they are arranged have a profound effect on how individuals experience the world, their emotions, and their professional success. High-quality connections at work increase a sense of attachment to organizations and employers.
11
Teams with high-quality interpersonal relationships and trust learn more from failures and more readily detect errors, 12 have higher levels of coordination and cooperation, and have better performance outcomes. 13 A nationally representative survey of over 1000 adults in the United States found that people who work in high-trust companies report 74% less stress, 50% higher productivity, 40% less burnout, 13% fewer sick days, and 29% higher life satisfaction.
14 Despite the potential benefits of relationships, people are increasingly reporting feeling tired and lonely at work. There is a significant correlation between loneliness and exhaustion. In an analysis of the 2016 General Social Survey, Seppala and King found that people are twice as likely to report that they are always exhausted than they were roughly 20 years ago. Roughly 50% of people reported that they were often or always exhausted due to work.
15
Burnout can literally kill employees and companies. Excessive hours, unreasonable expectations, and a lack of work-life balance have been linked to poor physical health, mental illness, and even premature mortality. In the United States, burnout contributes to 120 000 deaths and $190 billion in health-care costs each year.
16 But those are long-term problems. In the medium term, chronic workplace stress leads to less creativity, absenteeism, employee turnover, and disengagement. On a personal level, being constantly overworked leads to unhappiness and loneliness.
Social support helps guard against loneliness and exhaustion. 17 It also improves performance and productivity. What can managers do to create high-quality connections in the workplace?
Perspective-Taking
The ability to engage in perspective-taking is a key predictor of the size of an individual's support network. How well can you understand another person's thoughts or feelings from their point of view? In a study that examined the relationship between perspective-taking and the number of strong ties in an individual's network, Stiller and Dunbar asked study participants to list contacts that they would turn to for advice and support in the event of a serious life problem. 18 The participants then read 4 scenarios of complex social situations and were asked to infer the thoughts and intentions of the actors in the story. The size of individuals' support cliques was strongly associated with the highest order of perspective-taking.
The link between social support and perspective-taking capacity is consistent with social psychological research that has found that perspective-taking encourages empathy, interpersonal understanding, and compassionate behavior.
19 By improving the ability to
